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Abstract
This visual arts practice-based research project explores the impact censorship and associated
restrictions have had on the arts practice of contemporary Iranian artists living both within and
outside of Iran. These censorship restrictions followed the Revolution in 1979 which saw the Islamic
Republic regime secure power in Iran (Rahimi 2015). The newfound regime restricted and
controlled the speed of modernisation in Iran, which it believed was misaligned with its religious
principles. Subsequently, new revised censorship guidelines and protocols were introduced that
impacted on the activities of the secular art communities. The state monitors artistic activities and
will often censor art works, if thought provocative, when exhibited in the public sphere. This project
asks how do contemporary Iranian artists navigate and respond to these censorship limitations and
what strategies have these artists developed that has enabled them to express their dissatisfaction
with the government and exhibit their artworks in the public sphere while circumventing the
censorship restrictions and repercussions.

This project encompasses an exhibition of sculptural ceramic works entitled Destined to Distortion,
and a supporting exegesis. The exegesis gives an overview of post revolution state-imposed
censorship, its impact on visual art practices in Iran, and the artistic strategies adopted by
contemporary Iranian artists to circumvent these restrictions. The project focuses on covert artistic
strategies developed by artists that enable them to critique the authorities. Through strategies, such
as covert narratives and vocabularies using symbols, metaphors and classic stories in their work,
artists deploy messages that indirectly challenge the politics of the government. This secret visual
language of resistance continues to evolve within the secular art community within Iran.

The creative work draws on a complex intersection of memory, cultural identity, and place and
explores the tension and the impact self-censorship continues to have on artists living outside of Iran
as they struggle with political and religious ideological divides. Through coded artistic and cultural
vocabularies imbedded in clay sculptural forms, the exhibition, Destined to Distortion, navigates an
enduring fear of repercussions and the desire to imagine and tell stories openly and freely.
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Introduction
This Master of Philosophy Project has been prompted by personal experience while living and
studying art; both in Iran and Australia. As an art student studying in Iran, I was conscious of the
restrictions that artists faced in speaking freely in a restrictive environment. I was conscious there
was an underground arts community which still expressed themselves but through the use of a covert
visual language understood by the arts community. In this project, I explore the impact that fear and
the threat of repercussions experienced by secular artists has had on their practice and discuss the
covert strategies artists use to circumvent the censors.
In this project, I focus on the strategies Iranian artists have adopted to covertly critique the
government and circumvent the repercussions that come with speaking out in the public realm. As
a secular artist living outside of Iran, I negotiate the juxtaposition between liberty and selfcensorship and through this tension develop my own covert visual language in which to speak freely
to a broader audience.

Background
The desire to censor Iranian citizens followed in the wake of the Islamic revolution (1979) which
saw the overthrow of the Pahlavi dynasty. The Islamic Republic Regime secured power and has
remained in control thereafter (Daniel 2012, p.177). From its early days, the Islamic regime was
intent on restricting and controlling the speed of westernisation in Iran, as it was perceived to be
unaligned with religious orders. The initial steps toward modernization within Iran, in its western
context, date back to the Qajar dynasty (1785-1925), a period in which the relationship between
Iran and the western world was nurtured (Khosrokhavar 2004). Following the 1979 Islamic
revolution the incoming government sought to reverse the westernization process and preserve
Islamic values. The Islamic regime revised many of the public regulations and enforced religious
orders throughout society. This reform resulted in several restrictions including mandatory hijab for
women, the prohibition of alcohol, the prohibition of gambling and the closing of all casinos, the
prohibition of dance and music, and a ban on women being able to sing in public. Following this
process of regulation, the arts community divided into two groups with artists practicing what they
saw as a form of Islamic art and, for other artists, what they saw as secular art. Islamic art refers to
any form of art activity that serves to promote Islamic values, and secular art refers to any art practice
that cannot be categorised as Islamic art. The new set of regulations following the Islamic revolution,
have had negative impacts on the secular arts community whose practice and artwork is monitored
and censored by the state when presented in the public sphere.
I grew up in Iran during 1985 to 2013 and throughout my childhood and teenage years I experienced
the regulations imposed on its citizens by the Islamic regime. In this period, the dominant dialogue
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among politicians, social figures, religious leaders, and people from many walks of life spoke of
eradicating western influence in their society in order to reinforce Iranian cultural roots based on
Islamic principles. Over a period of thirty years, the process of replacing rationalism with radicalism
became a social norm. In fact, I remember how locals in my birth region of Isfahan eagerly removed
anything that was perceived to have non-Islamic roots despite its usefulness for the society, such as
burning handwritten versions of Shahnameh, the long epic poem written by the Persian poet
Ferdowsi (997 – 1010 CE), and destroying the painting around Naghsh-e-Jahan Square, a 160 to
560 metres historical site constructed between 1598 and 1629.
I was taught from birth that the only way of life is the rightly guided one based on Islamic orders.
Throughout my life I felt guilty about deviating from and testing the boundaries of Islamic teachings,
many of them derived from basic natural needs such as joy and happiness, and then be desperate for
forgiveness. Everything in my life, when I was growing up, was centred around Islam and
throughout my childhood and teenage years, I tried to follow our faith and rituals dutifully.
However, inevitably, questions about the teachings started to arise when I observed that the rules
contradicted human natural needs.
At first, I tried to suppress my doubts, but the more I thought critically about my surroundings, the
more I doubted some of the Islamic teachings. As a result, it became increasingly difficult for me to
maintain my Islamic beliefs. Eventually, I came to the conclusion that I was no longer what was
defined as a true believer. Accordingly, I could not pretend to uphold a faith that I did not possess,
but I could not confess my disbelief to my family and friends and, over time, I began to lead a
contradictory existence. However, I did tell my family that I would not pray or wear a hijab which
was culturally and socially problematic. These disconnections from my religious beliefs signalled
that I no longer accepted or practiced the religious laws and cultural norms of my society. Because
of the way Islamic restrictions impressed upon every aspect of my life, I chose to live a double life
just like so many other nonbeliever Iranians.
In order to function in the society and everyday life we, the nonbelievers, show a ‘false face’ in
public under the watchful eyes of the state and we live a secret life in private. Although in our private
lives we feel free from the pressure of religious strictures, the regime isolates us from the outside
world by inflicting extreme forms of censorship and dictatorial control.
I became aware of the severity censorship regulations could have on the development of cultural
knowledge when I commenced my studies at art school. The restrictions were particularly evident
in drawing classes where drawing and viewing images of female nude models was forbidden. For
example, images of artworks depicting nude bodies were censored in all the art books (Figure 1),
and the curriculum was heavily based on the Islamic Arts.
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Figure 1 – An example of the way in which art books are censored in Iran

However, in some of our art classes we engaged with the artistic world outside of Iran. This was
because many of my teachers had experienced a period of freedom and modernisation before the
revolution. They resisted the shift in power by secretly promoting an uncensored version of art
activities, even though they knew they may lose their jobs. Teachers and students were very
conscious of the consequences arising from having opinions that did not align with the government’s
policies and the knowledge that all art activities were subjected to monitoring and censorship by
authorities. However, in some art classes we managed to engage with the world outside of Iran.
Art student, Atena Farghadani is a good example of how the regime responds to criticism. During
my art studies, Farghadani was jailed for depicting government officials as animals in one of her
cartoons which she posted on her Facebook page (Figure 2). She was imprisoned for 18 months for
expressing her discontent with the government.
Notably, most artists living in Iran are not willing to challenge the government in such an open and
direct manner. Instead, many artists living in Iran deploy artistic modes, strategies and vocabularies
that circumvent the censorship laws by covertly expressing their criticisms of the regime through
their artmaking.
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Figure 2 – Farghadani, A., 2014, rendering of members of Iran’s parliament as apes, cows and other
animals, Posted on Farghadani’s personal Facebook page

In response to these imposed restrictions, those artists willing to express their controversial political
views and their dissatisfaction countered with a strategy of resistance using coded languages and
strategies that enabled them to continue their arts practice. Under the gaze of the state, secular artists
developed a coded language of resistance which adopted symbols, metaphors and cultural references
that they used undercover, and developed their own localised visual language to circumvent the
restrictive censorship. For instance, Zeynab Movahed (born in 1981) uses roosters as symbol of
masculinity to criticise the unfair male superiority in the society (Figure 3), or Shadi Ghadirian uses
simple modern elements such as a cassette player in her photos to criticise (Figure 4) women’s role
in modern society (refer to Chapter 3 for more details).

Figure 3 – Movahed, Z., 2015, You are awake while we slumber, Mixed media on Canvas, 150x130
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Figure 4 – Ghadirian, S., 1998, Qajar series, Photographs Gelatin-silver bromide print

However, there is a paradox in such works in that while they reveal controversial criticisms, they
do not present the feeling of their creators and the artists cannot speak bluntly and without
disruption. Embedded in the contemporary art produced by secular Iranian artists is a paradox in
which artists navigate that which sits between the public and private worlds in a context of fear and
hope (Khakbaz Joybargholi 2015, Behpoor 2014). As an Iranian woman artist studying art in
Australia, I’m particularly interested in developing and unfolding artistic strategies of resistance that
navigate this paradox through ceramic sculptural forms. The choice of working with clay is rooted
in religious, cultural and literature related reasons. Muslims believe that God began the creation of
mankind from clay. For Persians clay is a metaphor for humbleness, and in Persian poetry clay refers
to death and the unknown destiny after death. Some of the sculptures are inspired by calligraphy in
a three-dimensional form to expand the role of calligraphy from a complementary element in
beautiful writing to a stand-alone symbolic visual element.
I decided to continue my art studies in Australia with an aim to develop a new body of artworks that
drew on, and responded to, my experiences of living in an environment of fear and repercussion
through my ceramic art practice. I assumed that by leaving my country and distancing myself from
my family and my repressive society, I could live in freedom. However, I faced an unexpected
identity crisis because being a Muslim was how I perceived myself. I experienced a real sense of
cognitive dissonance that was very distressing and painful. It took a while for me to fully embrace
the secular culture. I did it by abandoning my Muslim identity. Through this process I lost
connections to many of my cultural beliefs, memories and relations but in return I gained a new
identity which was both liberating and terrifying. In order to re-establish my identity and art practice,

11

I revisited the deep-rooted cultural beliefs that I held throughout my childhood with an aim to
renegotiate emotions of fear, which continue to linger. Subsequently, the need to find strategies that

creatively and covertly respond to the repressive tactics of the Iranian government, as well as my
fear of public backlash, retribution, social isolation and percussion, which are entangled with the
politics of power and censorship, formed the foundation for this project.

Aims and Objectives
My project originated as I navigated the impact censorship continued to have on the creation of my
artwork. I experienced this at the start of the project, and I struggled to express myself freely. I
investigate the strategies developed and used by secular Iranian artists to speak freely in a climate
of fear and to bypass the existing censorship restrictions and covertly communicate messages to the
audience using a coded language shared by the Iranian arts community.
This project examines artistic strategies and vocabularies that deploy gestures of resistance towards
the censorship laws in Iran while circumventing such restrictions, and to develop such approaches
via ceramic art practice. I use clay as a core material for my artmaking as it brings with it its own
histories and enables me to challenge the holiness of religious objects and reveal their terrestrial
dimension.
The fundamental questions addressed in this research are:
1.

What is the rationale behind censorship and the mechanism of imposing it in Iran?

2.

What is the reaction of the art community in Iran towards these restrictions?

3.

What are the strategies that Iranian artists use to bypass the restrictions?

4.

What is the impact of state-censorship on self-censorship and the artist’s identity?

Methodology
This project utilises a creative practice-based research methodology (Barrett 2014, Barrett & Bolt
2007) to create a body of artwork for exhibition and an exegesis that investigates the impact of statecensorship on contemporary Iranian artists and their art practice. The exegesis explores the strategies
these artists have created to cope with the government threats and restrictions. In my exhibition, I
create an environment that helps to increase audience awareness of the challenges secular Iranian
artists face by reflecting on the impact censorship has had on my art practice. I also reflect on the
resilience and vibrancy of the secular arts community in Iran that continues to strive by using
strategies to express themselves covertly through coded visual languages shared by the arts
community and by working and exhibiting away from the public gaze in spaces they speak of as
underground.
I used the cyclic nature of practice-based methodological approaches to develop my studio work. I
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started this journey by reviewing the history of contemporary politics in Iran and by gathering
information about art communities during the transition phase from the Pahlavi dynasty to the
Islamic regime. I reviewed the current regulatory rules and the process of providing artists with
approvals to exhibit their works. Studying theories related to censorship is an essential component
of my project. In particular, aniconism and iconoclasm are theories related to removing figurative
images because of religious orders. Aniconism refers to the prohibition of visual representation of
the Divine in any art forms, especially in sculpture (Shenkar 2015, Schimmel & Rivolta 1992). This
concept is known to have a significant impact in forming theology and cultic practice in Abrahamic
religions (Shenkar 2015). In Islam, in particular, the prohibition against imagery is linked to the fear
of idolatry (Schimmel & Rivolta 1992). My project focuses on the aspects of these theories that
result in creation of artefacts rather than the deforming, destroying and demolishing aspects of them.
My studio practice can contribute to enhancing these theories based on my creative process of
implementing aniconism and iconoclasm in the studio practice component of my study.
Consequently, this can result in creation of new artefacts by other practitioners. All the useful
information from this survey was summarised and collected in a journal.
I then started making critical observations from recent art exhibitions in Iran. Since I live in
Australia, I mainly checked the artworks online. I also collected the critical reviews of these
exhibitions by art critics, looking for clues on hidden messages. Reviewing exhibitions increased
my awareness about cultural references in the artworks, which I then started to use in my artworks.
Every observation was documented in my journal, a summary of which is presented in Chapter 2.
During this project, I made two short trips to Iran to engage with the art community and hear about
their experiences first-hand. I met with three successful artists and listened to their stories about
censorship and their reactions. Although the details about my informal interviews cannot be
disclosed, these interviews were extremely helpful in deciphering the secrete language in the art of
Iranian artists.
From this point, my journey continued to the practice section where I developed my first works on
religious symbols. My studio practice started by reflecting on my understanding of strategies
commonly used by contemporary Iranian artists to circumvent censorship. The approach was not
pre-structured, requiring me to be continuously aware and reflexive. The reflexive practice assisted
me in to think differently about self-censorship and to redefine my norms and practices (Watt 2007).
The evaluation in my project is based on my own critical analysis of my works, as well as analysing
artworks by other Iranian artists.
The trajectory of my research project started by studying the concept of censorship, the rationale
behind censorship, and various justifications used by governments to legalise imposition of
censorship on art activities. I then switched to the studio practice component and started to create
some conceptual works; however, as a part of self-critical review, I revisited the literature, explored
and contrasted my works with others, and revised my drawings and sculptural works as many times
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as needed to achieve the outcomes I desired. The cyclic nature of the adopted practice-based
approach in this study shows itself in my personal exploration of self-censorship rationale. During
the studio practice I encouraged myself to expose, in an attempt to identify the internal barriers
stopping me from being truly myself. This exercise revealed unconscious causes of self-censorship.
The sequence of activities in my project was not predetermined, and my journey through studio
practice, literature review and case studies were not fixed or based on a predefined trajectory.

Outline of Exegesis
This exegesis is organised as follows. The first Chapter gives an overview and rationale for
censorship imposed on Iranian citizens and looks at the mechanisms used to police these restrictions.
It provides a summary of my findings following a review of the literature on censorship. This
Chapter discusses the importance of freedom of expression for the wellbeing of individuals and the
welfare of societies. At the same time, this Chapter argues that an absolute and unlimited freedom
of expression and free access to information can be a threat for national security or public health.
This discussion continues with a brief background about the prevailing socio-political context in
Iran. It looks at the history of censorship in Iran through a review of the shift in the political agenda
after the Islamic revolution.
Chapter 2 focuses on artists working in Iran and the impact working under a strict Islamic regime
has had on secular artists and their art practice. Through an exploration of recent artworks and
exhibitions by Iranian artists, the Chapter gives an overview of the strategies secular Iranian artists
have adopted to circumvent the restricting censoring forces. The artists I have written about are
thought controversial in the arts community and seek to challenge Islamic directives and censorship
laws and speak freely. The Chapter also considers the way censorship has affected the discourse of
contemporary art in Iran.
Chapter 3 presents the rationale and details of the creative component of this project; my exhibition
titled Destined to Distortion. In this Chapter, I reflect on the impact censorship has had on my own
practice and my own navigation of the fear I experienced while writing this dissertation and when
developing this creative work and, more broadly, the impact that self-censorship has had on my own
art practice. In this Chapter, I explain how the identified strategies to circumvent the state-censorship
has shaped my art practice, in particular this body of work and it reflects on the impact censorship
continues to have on some Iranian artists living outside Iran. I capture these reflective thoughts,
fears, feelings and emotions in clay form.
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Aims and Limitations
This project includes an exhibition of sculptural ceramic works entitled Destined to Distortion. The
sculpture installation is a response to the sociocultural and political restrictions that Iranian artists
encounter. Objects in this exhibition highlight various impacts of censorship that alters the creating
of the artwork or leaves the work incomplete or leads to destruction of the artwork after completion
and avoiding exhibiting the artwork in public.
This project raises awareness about the monitoring and censorship imposed on Iranian artists, and
it introduces the struggle with which artists grapple when working under restrictive censorship. My
intention was to translate some of the contemporary artworks in Iran for western audience who may
not be familiar with the cultural references, symbols and metaphors or the stories embedded in these
artworks.
Many areas related to the strategies developed to resist censorship by contemporary Iranian artists
remain to be investigated. The provided list of strategies in this study is not exhaustive and exploring
recent directions in art taken by younger artists inside Iran can offer more insight. Also, with the
recent advancements in communication technology, the internet has become a popular venue for art
exhibition, especially among young artists. The regulation of online activities is different from
regulation of traditional art exhibitions; therefore, investigating artworks presented online can reveal
a different group of strategies. Clearly, much remains to be done in terms of research on fear and
hope among the contemporary Iranian art community.
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Chapter 1 – Censorship
This Chapter gives an overview of censorship as a mechanism for controlling information in Iran
that has been adopted by the government and religious authorities to silence dissenting opinion, free
speech and freedom of expression. The Chapter starts with a brief summary that defines the term
censorship and gives a rationale and methods for its implementation. The Chapter goes on to discuss
the mechanisms used for monitoring censorship in Iran and highlights how censorship in Iran differs
from the monitoring and implementation of censorship in the western countries. Finally, the Chapter
focuses on the impact censorship has had on the arts community and its response to the restrictions
imposed on the desire to speak freely without repercussion. This Chapter discusses the strategies
that have been developed by the arts community to circumvent censorship restrictions and has
enabled them to covertly express their discontent with the state authority using their own localised
visual language. In this Chapter, I show that embedded in the contemporary art produced by Iranian
artists is an encrypted language which sits between both the public and private worlds in a context
of fear and hope.

Freedom of Expression and Censorship
Freedom of expression is the right to disseminate opinions and expressions through any medium
without any fear of repercussion (Callamard et al. 2006). Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, adopted in 1948, states that:
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom
to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and
ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. (Assembly 1948)
Importantly, freedom of expression is a fundamental human right that underpins all other human
rights. It allows individuals to grow and for societies to prosper (Bar‐Tal 2017). Whilst it enables
an individual or a community to express their opinions and ideas, and voice their criticisms without
fear of retaliation, censorship or sanction, it is also vital for bringing about change in a society
(Callamard et al. 2006, TIMMS 2016, Bar‐Tal 2017).
Although freedom of expression and speech is a fundamental right, it is not absolute; it comes with
responsibilities and there are limitations to this right (Kamatali 2002). Governments and societies
can limit freedom of expression when it is perceived as a threat to national security or public health,
or when it has conflicts with other rights, or when it negates personal and shared societal morals
including materials such as books, films or news that are perceived to be obscene or politically
unacceptable. Such government restrictions are commonly referred to as censorship:
a regulatory system for vetting, editing, and prohibiting particular forms of public
expression, presided over by a censor: an official given a mandate by a governmental,
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legislative, or commercial body to review specific kinds of material according to predefined criteria. (Chilvers & Glaves-Smith 2009)
Censorship plays a significant role as a protective mechanism for public welfare. For instance,
withholding information related to war logistics from the public is an important strategy for safe
guarding of a place from an enemy invasion (Price 1942). Similarly, publicising past misdeeds of
societies ruptured by war may worsen the situation and delay peace plans (Bar‐Tal 2017). It has
been noted that providing details via the media of previous hijacking attempts and the reasons for
their success or failure has been used by other hijackers to devise more sophisticated hijacking plots
(Rogers 2010). These examples show how censoring information can benefit societies at a national
level and in broader international contexts. However, there are numerous examples throughout the
history of how censorship has been used to suppress discontentment in a community or nation and
to maintain political power or introduce new ideologies (Guriev & Treisman 2015).
The scholarship of censorship has been expanded by poststructuralist to include a broader scope of
understanding exclusion including the difference between ‘the speakable and the unspeakable’
(Moore 2013). This approach to defining censorship is evident in the scholar Sue Curry Jansen’s
writings. She argues that censorship is a fixed feature of both democratic and totalitarian societies
and is shaped by the intersection of power and knowledge. Jansen offers an alternative definition of
censorship:
My definition of the term encompasses all socially structured proscriptions or
prescriptions which inhibit or prohibit dissemination of ideas, information, images, and
other messages through a society’s channels of communication whether these obstructions
are secured by political, economic, religious, or other systems of authority. It includes
both overt and covert proscriptions and prescriptions (Jansen 1988, p.221).
For Jansen, censorship encompasses both overt exclusions such as constitutive censorship and
covert guidelines that include social taboos, morals, traditions and behaviours, and self-censorship.
Likewise, philosopher and theorist Judith Butler emphasises the difference between ‘implicit’ and
‘explicit’ forms of censorship through a psychoanalytical lens. She is interested in the nature of
censorship and hate speech, and how censorship is generated prior to speech. For Butler, implicit
censorship is about how power influences the unspoken; she argues that censorship precedes the
written word:
In the conventional view, censorship appears to follow the utterance of offensive speech:
speech has already become offensive, and then some recourse to a regulatory agency is
made. But in the view that suggests that censorship produces speech, that temporal
relation is inverted. Censorship precedes the text (by which I include “speech” and other
cultural expressions) and is in some sense responsible for its production (Butler &
BUTLER 1997, p.128).
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In a similar way to Jansen and Butler, scholar Michael Holquist critiques the old binary oppositional
thinking - liberation vs suppression - for understanding censorship and argues that censorship
embodies a myriad of specific conditions as well as the tension between ‘context and text’ (Holquist
1994). He explains: “to be for or against censorship as such is to assume a freedom no one has. One
can only discriminate among its more and less repressive effects” (Holquist 1994, p.16). Nicole
Moore (2013) draws on Holquist and elaborates: “censorship can be a practice, a process, an aim,
an effect…” (p. 45). Censorship can be examined on various levels including rationale or
justification for the restrictions, the function of censoring agents who represent official regulatory
and constitutive censorship legislations, and mechanisms for deploying censorship.
Censorship legislations and provisions are diverse and vary according to the nature of the material,
culture and place. For example, in Australia since the early 1970s, the principle of classification is
more applicable rather than censorship. The classification process involves restrictions rather than
bans on materials (Griffith 2002). In Australia, censorship refers to public order for public good.
Classification, on the other hand, relates to the enablement of informed choice in a community of
diverse standards (Australian Law Reform 2011). In the United States, the first amendment protects
the freedom of speech and expression against all levels of governmental censorship. Unlike
Australia or the United States, Iran has a strict internet, press and cultural events scrutiny process.

Monitoring and Censorship in Iran
This section highlights the impact of censorship on the contemporary arts community in Iran. It
begins with an overview of the history of modernization and the modern art movement in Iran.
Following is a discussion about the monitoring of Iranian citizens and the censorship mechanism
that followed the revolution in 1979.
The central rationale for the strict censorship in Iran is to preserve Islam. In Iran, basic principles
such as human rights and freedom are determined based on Islamic orders. This means that the
Iranian government does not recognise the human rights outlined by the United Nation. Iran is often
ranked very low on civil liberties. For instance, Freedom House classified Iran as “not free”
(Freedom House 2019), and The Reporters without Borders ranked Iran as 170 of 180 countries in
2019 (RSF 2019). At the time of writing this thesis, the internet was shut down for an entire week
to suppress fuel protests (NETBLOCKS 2019).
Restricting the free flow of information has a long history in Iran. The severity of restrictions surges
during political crises. For example, in 1951 following the nationalisation of the oil industry by the
Iranian Parliament, foreign oil sales dropped, and this resulted in an economic crisis for the country.
During this period, censorship intensified to protect the reputation of Mohammadreza Shah, the king
of Iran (Atwood 2012). However, as the government was moving towards a modern governing
system, there was an expectation for positive change and improvement in social freedoms for Iranian
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citizens.
The process of modernisation, hence westernisation, in Iran can be traced back to the Qajar dynasty
(1785-1925) when the relationship between Iran and the western world was being nurtured
(Khosrokhavar 2004). The most significant impact of modernisation on art programs operating
under the Qajar dynasty included the arrival of photography in early 1840s, the inauguration of the
first modern art school, Dar al-Funun, in 1851, founding of the first Academy of Fine Arts, Madrasai Sanayi-i Mustazrafa, in 1911 and the introduction of large scale oil paintings centred around
religious themes (Ekhtiar & Sardar 2004a).
After Qajar, the modernisation process continued to transform Iran during the Pahlavi Dynasty
(Khosrokhavar 2004). Major achievements during Pahlavi included the establishment of the College
of Fine Arts by a French archaeologist, architect and historian André Godard, the inauguration of
the Apadana gallery in Tehran, and the advent of the Saqqa-khaneh style, which formed in the 1960s
(Ekhtiar & Sardar 2004b). However, many Iranians found the rapid pace of modernisation instigated
by the Pahlavi Dynasty challenging (Sharma & Aravind 2014). Subsequently, the clerical and
traditionalist communities viewed these developments as a sign of ‘Gharbzadegi’, meaning
Westernisation, and started to oppose the process (Faghfoory 1987).
The Pahlavi regime was overthrown by a heterogeneous group of people in the 1979 revolution,
under the guidance of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran,
and a theocratic republic based on Islamic law was established (Khosrokhavar 2004). The autocratic
policies established in the Pahlavi dynasty gave way to new theocratic policies. In order to preserve
Islamic values and power, the new Islamic government instituted controls to reverse what they
perceived as westernization of the country. This ideological shift had a significant impact on the
liberal arts community.

Post Revolution
Following the events resulting in the 1979 revolution, a new constitution, mostly based on Islamic
rules with some democratic elements, was drafted. For example, the constitution protects the role of
the supreme leader, it enables him to appoint the head of the judiciary system (Chief Justice of Iran),
endorse the president and the parliament, approve or dismiss results from elections, and override
any law, rules or verdicts (Arjomand 2000, Tabari 2003, Friis 2003).
In conjunction with the constitutional changes, Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of the revolution and
the first supreme leader of Islamic Republic of Iran, demanded cultural reforms. Subsequently, the
Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution (SCCR) was formed 1984 to monitor and regulate cultural
reforms in Iran. The SCCR is not formally acknowledged in the constitution because it is formed
via the supreme leader’s discretion, yet its resolutions are deployed as law (Atwood 2012). The
implementation of the new cultural reforms encompassed a thorough review of teaching
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curriculums, which meant that universities faced a three-year closure. Further, local and western art
galleries and many art fairs working within in a western business model, were forced to close for
almost a decade. Whilst some art forms such as music and dance were able to continue within the
restrictions, the legendary collection of modern and contemporary artworks by greatest modern
figures such as Picasso, Gauguin, Van Gogh, Toulouse-Lautrec and Andy Warhol was removed
from the Museum of Contemporary Art. These works are still held in the storage vaults of the
museum (Foroutani 2016).
The SCCR only acknowledges art activities that uphold the religious principles. Under this
paradigm, art becomes a means of spreading religion (Callamard et al. 2006). As a result, the
development of a western art scene in Iran was quickly stifled, and secular artists witnessed drastic
changes to their freedom of expression. Artists who did not obey the new regulations were punished
according to the law; some were arrested or detained and others fled to live and practice in exile
while their art was destroyed or desecrated (Sreberny-Mohammadi 2015).

Ambiguous Regulation
The Ministry of Islamic Culture and Guidance (MICG) is instructed to regulate and control every
form of artistic expression based on the SCCR (Naficy 2005). This meant that any art activities
shown in public spaces required permission from the MICG (Rahimi 2015). Important to note here
is the absence of clarity in the SCCR guidelines, which makes the rules ambiguous and open to the
censor’s subjectivity. In other words, depending on which political party is in power, the executive
monitoring body might be either lenient or strict (Atwood 2012). For example, during the presidency
of Seyyed Mohammad Khatami (1997 – 2005), the art community experienced a more lenient level
of censorship monitoring and restrictions. Many books that were previously banned received
permission for publication. However, the administration of the following president, Mahmood
Ahmadinejad (2005 – 2013) set new standards of scrutiny. Books that were published under the
previous government were now banned, including the admired story book of Sadeq Hedayat’s The
Blind Owl (1937), and Ebrahim Golestan’s The Cock (1995), from modern Iranian literature. The
ban also included Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Gambler (1867), William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying
(1930), and García Márquez’s Memories of My Melancholy Whores (2004) as examples from world
literature. This is a good example of the way in which censoring is a highly subjective practice that
arises from the ambiguity surrounding the censorship laws in Iran.
The impact of censor’s subjectivity on visual art practices plays out in multiple ways. For example,
censors’ interventions restrict the creative process of conceptualising and making the artwork and
place restrictions on finished works for a public exhibition. Artists can escape the initial stage of
censorship monitoring as long as they do not present their artworks in the public domain. However,
in creative arts such as theatre and film, censorship interferes at all stages (Karimi-Hakak 2003).
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Overt proscription: Constitutive Censorship
The resolutions set by the SCCR and the monitoring procedures implemented by the MICG are not
the only sources of censorship that impact the art communities in Iran. In fact, the constitutive
censorship, imposed by religious groups such as Basij, and Ansar-e Hezbollah, is equally restrictive
as the regulatory censorship (Golkar 2016). These vigilante groups operate separate from the formal
body of the government and impose additional restrictions on secular art activities.
Basij and Ansar-e Hezbollah are two of the main parallel institutions in Iran who intervene and
restrict what they perceive as secular artistic expression. Examples of interference by the vigilante
groups are the closure of the performance of Shakespeare’s play A Midsummer Night’s Dream
directed by Mahmood Karimi (Karimi-Hakak 2003), and attacks on Mrs Seyhoun who, in 1966,
opened the first gallery in Iran owned by a woman. The art works were confiscated from the gallery
by the government and some were later destroyed (Walker Parker 2005). The government of Iran
does not explicitly approve of the attitude and behaviour of these extremist groups, but they enable
them to continue to operate and impose their own set of restrictions (Golkar 2016).

Censorship Legislation and Exclusive Rules in Iran
The process of monitoring censorship in Iran is distinctly different from the systems employed in
the western countries such as Australia or the United States. The Iranian Constitution after the
Islamic revolution in 1979 acknowledges freedom of expression except for when it is detrimental to
the fundamental principles of Islam or the rights of the public. However, the guidelines for this
exception, and its regulating procedure have not been specified by the legislative body of the Islamic
regime (Atwood 2012). One of the reasons for this is that Iranian officials separate censorship
restrictions from the process of monitoring censorship. Mohsen Parviz, the deputy minister of
cultural affairs (2006-2010) in Ahmadinejad’s administration aligns the censorship monitoring
process with the wellbeing of the society, and censorship laws as a tool of suppression used by
oppressive regimes (Atwood 2012).
In Iran the issue of freedom of expression arises because the notion of society’s wellbeing is defined
by Islamic principles. Therefore, any criticisms of Islam, or the holy Islamic figures may result in
severe punishments. For instance, eight student leaders from the University of Amir Kabir in Tehran
were sentenced to jail in 2007 after publishing an article which questioned the infallibility of the
Prophet of Islam (Neil 2007). Moreover, since the supreme leader is considered to be the
representative of God in conducting Islamic rules on the earth, any comment or criticism deemed
insulting to the leader carries a possible prison sentence (Robert 2009). Ahmad Zeidabadi, the head
of Iran’s leading student movement, was arrested in 2009 for writing an open critical letter about
the supreme leader in 2007 (Robert 2009). Another example of religious influence on social wellbeing and living in Islam is that women must cover their hair and body, and they are not permitted
to sing or dance in public. Further, art galleries cannot exhibit artworks depicting nude bodies,
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movies cannot depict women without a hijab or in intimate scenes, concerts with female singers are
not permitted and even dancing in concerts by the audience is forbidden. These complex layers of
living with ambiguous censorship system based on strict Islamic principles, which can be deployed
by formal and informal groups at any time, is referred to as a veiled censorship (Karimi-Hakak
2003). It generates anxiety and fear of punishment in the society and provokes the secular
communities to practice self-censorship.

Covert Prescription: Self-Censorship
Self-censorship is defined as the practice of deliberately refraining from expressing information
ideas, beliefs, opinions in order to avoid negative implications (Bar‐Tal 2017). Like legislative
censorship, self-censorship is a powerful device that regulates freedom of expression, suppresses
voices and diminishes liberties. What makes self-censorship different from regular forms of
censorship is that the censoring agent and the person being censored are one and the same. Selfcensorship arises internally from a dilemma or tension caused by the desire to express opinions
freely and the fear of the criticism or implications (Mintcheva 2016). The current censorship
monitoring system in Iran with its severe punishments operates on fear of repercussion, which in
turn has generated another form of censorship within the contemporary secular arts communities
involving a deeply personal practice of self-censoring. In this project, fear arising from internal
cycles of speculation about possible governmental intervention or punishment plays a significant
role. As a result, central to this present project is the process of testing the boundaries of selfcensoring – the push and pull triggered by Iranian censorship laws and the greater freedom to express
and imagine in Australia.

Conclusion
In this Chapter I have outlined some of the difficulties that secular art communities in Iran are facing
when presenting their artwork in the public realm. I explained how art activities are monitored by
the state when present in the public realm and how, in response to these imposed restrictions, those
artists wanting to express their political views and their dissatisfaction with the regime have
countered with a strategy of resistance enabling them to continue their arts practice in underground
spaces. As indicated, the monitoring process is ambiguous and subjective, and the constitutive
censorship imposed by vigilante groups make the situation more complex. I have also shown that
the fear of repercussion can cultivate self-censorship among artists. In Chapter two I write about
how the restrictions imposed on the secular art communities in Iran has impacted the work produced
by artists and the strategies adopted by these artists which enable them to voice dissent while
circumventing censorship restrictions.
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Chapter 2 – Iranian Artists: Impacts and Approaches to
Censorship
Censorship restricts an individual’s freedom of expression and while personal expression is
multifaceted, this study focuses on the impact that censorship and the associated restrictions have
had on the secular arts community in Iran. This is a formidable environment for secular artists and
the state systems of monitoring have forced artists to either leave the country, continue their work
in exile or to develop strategies that circumvent censorship (Callamard et al. 2006). The ambiguous
regulation process and the intervention by parallel extremist vigilante groups have created a complex
and compounded situation for secular artists that makes it difficult for them to navigate their way
through public performance or exhibition if they fear repercussion (Callamard et al. 2006). Since
the 1979 revolution, many secular Iranian artists have resisted censorship restrictions by developing
distinct strategies for navigating the regime-imposed monitoring system. In fact, this covert visual
language is shared, and it enables artists to communicate with each other and their communities
more freely.
This Chapter introduces six covert artmaking strategies and reveals the hidden messages of
resistance embedded in the artworks. A new generation of artists is testing the boundaries of
censorship that have been firmly established for the past four decades. Despite limited access to the
internet, young artists are finding ways around the firmly established state restrictions (Aryan et al.
2013). They exhibit their work in underground venues (Zirzamin) and secret venues away from
public scrutiny. This allows them to experience the freedom to express their thoughts and ideas
(Johnston 2008). The ‘underground’ culture in Iran contains private studios for music, dance, theatre
and private gallery spaces that allow artists to exhibit their art and express themselves without formal
permission (Milani 2015) or repercussions.
Artists are cautious about speaking publicly about their artmaking strategies for fear they expose the
content of their work to state censors. This Chapter explores the work of Iranian artists who have
public profiles living within and outside of Iran. It discusses the work of Parviz Tanavoli, Hossein
Valamanesh, Shirin Neshat, Jinoos Taghizadeh, Shadi Ghadirian, Zeynab Movahed, and Alireza
Espahbod and their individual response to censorship restrictions.

Impact of Censorship on Artists: to leave or not to leave
In the face of censorship and associated restrictions and repercussions, the secular Iranian art
community is facing compounded restrictions negotiating with both state sanctioned censorship and
vigilante groups. Many artists impacted by these restrictions and inevitable repercussions were
forced to leave the country and practice abroad. The artist Shirin Neshat, primarily known for her
works in film and photography, left Iran in 1975 to continue her studies abroad before the revolution.
She has chosen to live in the United States and visited Iran only once after the death of Ayatollah
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Khomeini (Brandon 2010). Mahmood Karimi, an Iranian theatre director, left the country in 1999,
and claims that his family received death threats because of his artistic activities and this intimidation
convinced him to move overseas (Karimi-Hakak 2003). For these artists, migration and living in
exile is an indirect impact of censorship in Iran (Walker Parker 2005). As an artist who has migrated,
I believe those artists who have left the country, either by choice or by force, would often feel regret,
sadness, estrangement and a longing to return to Iran. This feeling can be traced in their artworks,
as the theme of most of their art practices pertain to Iran related subjects
However, there are many artists who have chosen to stay in Iran to continue their career despite the
restrictions. On one hand, censorship in Iran creates a fearful environment in which only the most
persistent artists will maintain their practice (de Luce 2004). On the other hand, there is an argument
that censorship can strengthen artistic practice through the development of creative art making
strategies created to circumvent the restrictions (Weinberger 2007). Maziar Bahari, a documentary
film maker, argues that without censorship we would have many other great artists and filmmakers
whose talent and effort cannot bear fruit because of governmental, religious and social restrictions
(de Luce 2004). He believes obliterating censorship nurtures more talents. However, Gilles Jacob,
a French producer and director, argues that:
“artistic revolution often takes place in those countries weighed down by restrictions,
where artists are not free. Art is often born from constraint. On the other hand, when
liberty is rediscovered, there is sometimes a diminution in quality because choice
becomes immense, posing new problems (cited in Callamard et al. 2006).
The limitations to freedom of expression posed by the censorship system in Iran have prompted
artists to develop covert visual language systems that circumvent the existing barriers. This
collective action has galvanised the secular arts community. Despite censorship restrictions, the arts
community have responded with creativity and have grown more resilient as a community.

Response from Artists
Censorship laws leave Iranian secular artists with several options if they want to continue to exhibit
their work. Some artists promote their art in private galleries, underground spaces or through the
internet without obtaining official permission from the MICG (Karimi-Hakak 2003). This approach
can be very risky because of the severe consequences, such as the confiscation of their artwork, a
financial penalty and possible imprisonment, artists may face. Other artists accept the regulations
and exhibit in permissible public galleries and adhere to the censorship restrictions (Foroutan 2017).
This group responds to the limitations set out by the censorship policies, and their works pass the
censorship check. Notably, some artists abide by the rules literally.
However, there are those artists whose artworks challenge and subvert the regulations. These artists
evade the censors by inventing artistic vocabularies that seemingly comply with the protocols, yet
signal resistance and test the boundaries of the limitations (Karimi-Hakak 2003). These artists have
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invented their own methods to express their ideas while not violating the regulations. Some of the
commonly used strategies to circumvent censorship in Iran are through the use of symbols and
metaphors and through the creation of narrative artworks. Others have adopted the strategies used
by the surrealist artists.
This section focuses on the artists who communicate covertly to their audience who have the skills
to decipher hidden messages, content which would be censored by the government or repelled by
the traditional society. I go on to discuss artworks by Iranian artists who are currently working
outside the country and discuss their experience of censorship and how the continued fear of
repercussion, for some Iranian artists living abroad, continues to influence their art practice.

Appropriation and Recontextualisation
Appropriation and recontextualization is a strategy used by some Iranian artists who exhibit publicly
and hide their covert messages behind imagery borrowed from international art masterpieces. This
strategy is very effective in bypassing the regulations, mainly because the monitoring agents are not
familiar with art history and cannot detect the hidden message.
Recontextualisation refers to the process of extracting content that has been given expression in one
context and reusing it in a different context (Connolly 2014). In visual art, this process is usually
referred to as appropriation, which is defined as the act of borrowing or reusing existing elements
within a new work (Rowe 2011). The borrowed element can be a real object or an existing work of
art (Wilson & Lack 2008). The early examples of this approach can be found in the collage artworks
by Pablo Picasso (Figure 5) and Georges Braque (Kelly 2017), and this approach is still frequently
used by contemporary artists in the 21st century. An example is Banksy’s Girl with the Pierced
Eardrum in which he has appropriated Girl with the Pearl Earring by Johannes Vermeer (Guardian
2014) (Figure 6).

Figure 5 – Bottle of Vieux Marc, Glass, Guitar and Newspaper, Pablo Picasso, 1913
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Figure 6 – Girl with the Pierced Eardrum, Banksy, 2014, photograph: Greg Blatchford, Barcroft Media

Using this approach, Iranian artists can create artworks which satisfy all the state requirements to
exhibit in public. However, by embedding content from a different context, artists direct the
audience to the true intention behind the artwork. Only those who are familiar with the source
context can decipher the coded message. In the following section, I discuss artworks by artists Jinoos
Taghizade and Neda Razavipour who have used this approach.
Jinoos Taghizadeh (b 1971, lives in Tehran) studied sculpture at the University of Tehran, and has
three diplomas in Pottery, Dramatic Literature and Graphics. Through her artworks, that include
painting, collage, video and performance, she critiques the current social and political situation in
Iran. Taghizadeh has had several solo and group exhibitions in Iran, and has exhibited her art works
in many international venues such as Norway, Belgium, Switzerland and Austria (Taghizadeh
2019).
The series Rock Paper Scissors is a great example of the use of appropriation in Taghizadeh’s works.
Rock Paper Scissors is a series of newspaper and collage on offset lenticular prints. In this series,
which was exhibited during the 30th anniversary of the Revolution, Taghizadeh appropriated classic
western paintings and old newspaper clippings as a critical response to slogans that did not deliver
their promises chanted during the revolution.
Taghizadeh started school during the volatile years of pre-revolution in Iran. She mentions in her
interview (Missaghi 2016) with Poupeh Missaghi that she has vivid memories of newspapers being
handed amongst the revolutionaries and others. For her, these newspapers were an interesting
depository to browse as she could gradually understand the meaning of letters, words and sentences.
Also, for her, these newspapers were a source of information which explained the chaotic situation
of the time. She has used the recontextualization technique to question the Revolution’s goals and
achievements using mythical stories from Western literature.
Underpinning her work in this series are newspapers clippings from 1977 to 1979 which record
promising headlines relating to the revolution, including no university will shut down or we have no
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banned writers. By creating a collage of the newspapers with classic western paintings such as Dulle
Griet by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, and Christ Carrying the Cross and The Conjurer by Hieronymus
Bosch, Taghizadeh appropriates the paintings to use their background stories to question the
Revolution’s goals and achievements (Figure 7 to Figure 9) (Sreberny-Mohammadi 2015). She
collocated The Death of Marat by Jacques Louis David with a front-page dating four months prior
to the Revolution with the title of “End of one Century of Censorship” (Figure 10). Taghizadeh
seems to challenge this promise by adding the painting of a radical journalist murdered in his bath.
Although censorship was supposed to end with the revolution, it was reincarnated in a new form
with different justifications, and the limitations on writers and intellectuals got tighter.

Figure 7 – In Praise of Peter Brugelle 1, Jinoos Taghizadeh, 2009

Figure 8 – In praise of Hieronymus Bosch 1, Jinoos Taghizadeh, 2009
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Figure 9 – In praise of Hieronymus Bosch 2, Jinoos Taghizadeh, 2009

In another work in this series (Figure 11), Taghizadeh appropriates the painting of Oath of the
Horatii by Jacques Louis David with a newspaper with the title of The Regime of Iran is Changed
to Islamic Republic. The newspaper is from the April after the Revolution when the governing
regime was put to a referendum, and more than 98 percent of the Iranians voted yes to the Islamic
Republic. At first glance the Oath of the Horatii, which depicts the three Horatii brothers who took
an oath to prioritise their country above all, seems to be a perfect match to the solidarity of Iranians
in unanimously voting for the Islamic Republic to guard their revolution.
However, the irony is at the end of the story with the oath taken by the Horatii brothers to create
political stability for the country failing to come true. In the context of the French Revolution (1799),
this work is interpreted as an urge to loyalty to the country as opposed to loyalty to the royal family.
Using the method of appropriation, Taghizadeh refers the audience to the story of the Horatii
brothers and the French Revolution as context. Those who are not familiar with the original context
would not be able to detect the criticism.
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Figure 10 – In Praise of Jacques Louis David 1, Jinoos Taghizadeh, 2009

Figure 11 – In Praise of Jacques Louis David 2, Jinoos Taghizadeh, 2009

Neda Razavipour (b 1969 lives in Tehran) has used appropriation to criticise the controversial
presidential election in 2009. Razavipour graduated with a degree in Fine Arts from the University
of Paris I Panthéon-Sorbonne, and in Stage/Space Design from ENSAD, Paris. She has several
awards and residencies in her resume, and she has held many solo and group exhibitions in Iran and
in other countries in Asia, Europe and America. Moreover, Razavipour is a social activist and has
co-founded several collectives and NGO’s in different areas including art, civil rights, and air
pollution (Razavipour 2019).
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The Green Movement started to protest the results of the 2009 presidential election in Iran and added
the political focus to Razavipour’s work. Announcing Mahmood Ahmadinejad as the elected
president in 2009 created a series of protests in Tehran and many other cities in Iran. Protesters were
arguing that the election was fraudulent and were asking for an annulment. This movement disrupted
social and political interactions in Iran for several years. The government had to use military force
to control the protests which resulted in some casualties. During this period, the control over the
press and news broadcasters became more severe and strict restrictions were imposed on journalists,
social activists and artists.
Alice in the City is an art performance by Razavipour where she set up a wall with initial graffiti and
some quotes from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and then allowed visitors to express themselves
on the wall during the exhibition. In an interactive environment, visitors contribute to the work by
adding their graffiti to the wall (Figure 12 and Figure 13). In the description of her work, Razavipour
describes herself to be living in a real wonderland where
Green painting was replaced by black or white color on the city walls. Slogans and
political graffiti that were forbidden and high risk, covered walls and facades (Razavipour
2010)
She then uses the following blurb from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland:
Would you tell me," said Alice, a little timidly, why you are painting those roses?
Five and Seven said nothing but looked at Two. Two began in a low voice, Why, the fact
is, you see, Miss, this here ought to have been a red rose-tree, and we put a white one in
by mistake, and if the Queen was to find it out, we should all have our heads cut off, you
know. So, you see, Miss, we're doing our best, afore she comes, to … (Carroll 2011, p.114)
By appropriating Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Razavipour criticises the suppression of the
protesters who spoke out about the elections in Iran. The white rose that must be painted red because
the queen does not like white the rose alludes to the prevailing situation at this time where any sign
of the green protest was eradicated because the government could not tolerate any opposition.
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Figure 12 – Alice in the City, Neda Razavipour, 2010

Figure 13 – Alice in the City, Neda Razavipour, 2010

Razavipour uses appropriation in her Oscillation exhibition in 2014 (Figure 14) and Self Service
exhibition in 2009 (Figure 15 and Figure 16) to challenge the existing social and political conditions
in Iran.
In Oscillation, Razavipour appropriates some dishes and a cupboard which she repeatedly overturns
during the exhibition. In a repetitive practice she overturned the cupboard full of dishes, returned
the cupboard to its original position and swept the broken pieces of the dishes into trays. In the Self
Service exhibition, Razavipour appropriates hand-made Persian carpets, and engages audience by
allowing them to cut out pieces from the carpets and take them home in a shopping bag. Razavipour
also appropriates the following quote from the Republic IV by Plato on the shopping bags:
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The story is that Leontius, the son of Aglaion, coming up one day from the Piraeus, under
the north wall on the outside, observed some dead bodies lying on the ground at the place
of execution. He felt a desire to see them, and also a dread and abhorrence of them; for a
time he struggled and covered his eyes, but at length the desire got the better of him; and
forcing them open, he ran up to the dead bodies, saying, Look, ye wretches, take your fill
of the fair sight (Bloom & Kirsch 2016, p.232)
This appropriation seems to be alluding to the struggle between the desire and the dread to challenge
people’s perspective of their everyday life. As Lili Golestan says “we have a desire to free ourselves
of traditional bonds that tie us down, whatever the cost; and also, we desire to free rein to a frantic
destructive rage”(Cited in Razavipour 2009).
.

Figure 14 – Oscillation, Neda Razavipour, 2014

Figure 15 – Self Service, Neda Razavipour, 2009
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Figure 16 – Self Service, Neda Razavipour, 2009

The re-contextualisation and appropriation approaches in Taghizade’s and Razavipour’s work
inspired me to use pre-existing objects with little transformation in my studio practice. I used
appropriation in the exhibition that accompanies this exegesis. I used the chador, a black outer
garment worn by Iranian women in a public space to cover their hair and body, as a barrier to conceal
some of the sculptural works to challenge self-censorship.

Cultural References and the Saqqa-khane Movement
The unique style of the Saqqa-khaneh movement in Iran’s modern art is one of the methods used to
challenge restrictions. The Saqqa-khane movement is at the centre of the most notable modern art
style in Iran (Keshmirshekan 2005). Its primary goal is to find a solution for an artist’s tendency to
follow modern art while retaining an appreciation of their national artistic identity (Keshmirshekan
2005). However, this style is sometimes also used to challenge social, cultural and religious values.
Parviz Tanavoli is one of the main founders of the Saqqa-khaneh movement and is the most
influential contemporary artist in Iran (Keshmirshekan 2005).
Parvis Tanavoli (b 1939) completed his art studies in the Tehran School of Fine Arts in 1956, and
studied at the Brera Academy of Milan under the well-known sculptor Marino Marini (Saeidian
2012). Tanavoli has lived and worked in Tehran and Vancouver. His most recognised series are
Heech, Hands, Poet and Cage, out of which Heech and cage are universally recognized and Heech
is referred to as his signature series.
As the leader of Saqqa-khaneh school, Tanavoli blends Persian traditions and cultures with the
modern sculpture style. Tanavoli expresses Persian culture in a modern way. This idiosyncratic
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approach serves as a two-way gate which, on the one hand, introduces Persian culture to an
international audience and, on the other hand, amends Iran’s art portfolio with modern western
sculpture. Tanavoli often uses Persian poetry and folklore symbols in his works. Tanavoli’s works,
as do other works in the Saqqa-khane school, look at the inner belief systems and popular symbols
used in the religion and culture of Iranians (Saeidian 2012). Borrowing from a rich cultural
depository of meaning and symbols, Tanavoli communicates meanings embedded in several layers
to audiences who are familiar with the roots of his iconography in folkloric explorations (Grigor &
Kalb 2015).
A recurring motif in Tanavoli’s works is the cage. Various interpretations are presented for this
motif which is commonly linked to poetry (PressTV 2018) but, for me, this motif resembles the
form of Zarih (Figure 17 and Figure 18). Tanavoli never explicitly refers to these sculptures as a
representation of Zarih, and he also never introduces himself as a politician. However, one who is
familiar with the religious culture in Iran would admit that the resemblance of the cage in his works
to Zarih is uncanny.
Zarih is a large rectangular structure covered with verses from the Quran and Hadith that is
commonly built in Shia Muslim’s holy shrines. It is a sacred geometric lattice case that is placed
over the holy graves of martyrs and leaders of Shia and Sufi. Zarih is mostly built by hand from
metal which is decorated by expert craftsmen such as calligraphers, metal workers, jewellers,
carpenters and designers (Kent 2013). The process of installing and erecting a Zarih often takes
several years. The creators of Zarih demand no pay for their work and it is funded by donation.
Pilgrims usually cling to the metal latticework of the Zarih while offering their supplication and
petitions by throwing money through the open lattice. They also read the pilgrimage prayers. These
are common ritual activities practiced by the Shia Muslims (Rizvi 2003).
When Tanavoli places a sculptural form of the calligraphic script of the word heech (Persian word
for nothing) inside the cage, one can argue that a hidden message in these works is a criticism to the
unreasonable sacredness. A similar resemblance can be found between the grid motif in the Hands
in Grill (Figure 19) and Zarih, as this work is a trigger for those who have been in holy shrines
before to recollect pilgrims’ hands grasping Zarih when praying (Figure 20).
From a different perspective, these works can be connected to the rich tradition of Persian poetry
and literature. Saeidian asserts that the word heech came from Tanavoli’s deep understanding of
classical Persian poetry (Saeidian 2013a, Saeidian 2013b). In contrast to the western nihilist view
of the word nothing, the interpretation of this word in Persian literature is close to the mystical
viewpoint in Sufism where selflessness becomes the ultimate goal. The word Heech has a prominent
position in Persian poetry and great poets such as Khayam, Rumi and Hafez have used this word in
their poems. In an interview at the Grey Art Gallery of New York University in 2016 (PressTV
2018), Tanavoli alludes to the connection to Persian poetry, nonetheless he says that his inspiration
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in using heech did not originate from Persian poetry:
The word Heech, or nothingness, has a special place in our culture. The idea of making
nothing that was for me enough, but later I realized great Iranian poets like Khayam,
Rumi and Hafez all had dealt with this single word

Figure 17 – Heech in the Cage by Parviz Tanavoli, bronze, 38 x 13 x 14 cm
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Figure 18 – Heech in the Cage by Parviz Tanavoli, bronze, 118 x 49 x 42 cm

Figure 19 – Hands in Grill by Parviz Tanavoli,
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Figure 20 – Hands of a pilgrim grasping a zarih (BFNews 2012)

Tanavoli’s approach in using cultural references in the Saqqa-khaneh school inspired me to explore
Persian culture and to find connections with my own experiences around censorship. This research
resulted in my inclusion of symbolic elements such as the key and the lock in my own sculptures. I
also reference the geometric patterns used in traditional architecture in my own studio practice.

Calligraphy and Persian Text
Calligraphy was originally developed to replace figurative images in Islamic art; however, this
method is sometimes used by Iranian artists to challenge cultural norms or the political condition.
Religion has always had a prominent impact on art history in Iran. Ghorbani (2018) divides the
Persian sculpture history into three eras: the prehistoric period, Islamic period and contemporary
approach. When Islam emerged in Iran, sculpture and other forms of visual arts based on figurative
images and forms were banned because of Islamic rules. By the late 11th century, Islam was the most
practiced religion in Iran. The spread of Islam in Iran had a range of implications on art activities.
From a socio-political context, government and society-imposed restrictions on art activities and,
from an individual perspective, most artists were either converted to Islam or born into Muslim
families; so even without any external pressure, Islamic beliefs can be traced throughout their
artworks.
Calligraphy is known as the art of beautiful handwriting and it has been intensively used in the East,
the West and in Islamic artworks. Apart from ornamental purposes, in Islamic art calligraphy is
sometimes used to replace the figure of God. One of the most tangible implications is the resistance
towards making sculptures. Based on the theory of aniconism, Islamic tradition prohibits any images
of sentient beings in any art forms, especially in sculpture. This prohibition against the
representative is rooted in Islam's fear of idolatry and, in part, from the belief that the creation of
living forms is God's prerogative. Although the traditional restriction against representational art
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has never been completely followed, the prohibition has been preserved by an emphasis on
ornamental and symbolic art. The positive outcomes of this discouragement of representational art
were the development of calligraphy, architecture, decorative art (carpet, ceramic, and textile). In
the artworks created in this period, figurative images are uncommon, and rather than a separate art
form, they serve as ornaments on functional artworks such as locks, dishes and vases (Schimmel &
Rivolta 1992).
Calligraphy is also a recurring feature in Tanavoli’s works (Saeidian 2013a). Tanavoli has
transformed the traditional calligraphy from a two-dimensional space into a three-dimensional
sculptural form. He visualises the two-dimensional words as three-dimensional figures in his works.
Tanavoli describes the inspiration of the Heech as:
The only thing came to my head was the word Heech (nothing) itself in Persian writing. It
has a figure; it has a head; it has eyes. I did that and I did not know that people are going
to love that so much and it is still with me (PressTV 2018)
I believe calligraphy in modern fine arts has been somehow disconnected from the original purpose
of its generation. Beautiful writing was originally utilized to record and distribute the morals of
society in poems of poets such as Rumi or Khayyam, or the Muslims holy book, the Quran. Almost
in all of these artistic works, calligraphy is used to flourish the script and the core would be the text
and its message itself. In a sharp contrast, calligraphic artworks have lost their narrative feature in
modern art. In the works of Tanavoli and other contemporary artists who have used calligraphy, the
text has found a symbolic position rather than a narrative role (Saeidian 2013b). For instance, in the
Heech collection Tanavoli only uses a single word in his work and the connection to the Persian
literature, Sufi philosophy, or Religious beliefs is left to the audience. This lack of connection serves
as a liberating strategy which allows the artist to express feelings or messages beyond the literal
meaning of the script.
Shirin Neshat and Hossein Valamanesh are two artists who migrated from Iran to live abroad and
have had successful careers in the fine arts. Both artists live in liberal countries which has enabled
their art practice to develop without any external restriction or limitations. The connection to their
home country is still vividly noticeable in their works. Despite the freedom that their current
environment provides, they cannot completely free themselves from their roots and society. They
use Farsi scripts in their works to criticise religious restrictions for women and social norms.
Hossein Valamanesh, (b1949 lives in South Australia) was born in Iran and migrated to Australia
in 1979. He works with different media including sculpture, painting and collage. Calligraphy is a
recurring element in Valamanesh’s artworks, and he is known to use visual poetics. Valamanesh’s
works are inspired by Iranian culture, his experience of migration and of Sufism (Open book 2006).
In Open Book (1993) which is a sculpture form of the blank pages of a book shaped like the outline
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of a human figure (Figure 21), Valamanesh suggests that humans are a form of blank verses waiting
to be written. In a more recent work, titled practice (2006), Valamanesh has painted the Persian
word for love, Eshgh, in calligraphic forms repeatedly. This work comprises of twenty 94 cm by
75.5 cm sheets that as a whole it takes the form of a shimmering circle (Figure 22). By repeating
Eshgh on paper he has created a rhythmic pattern and colour that submerge the audience into the
work.

Figure 21 – Open Book, 1993, Sculpture with paper binding and ribbon, Hossein Valamanesh

Figure 22 – Practice Collection by Hossein Valamanesh, 2006, drawings, watercolour, painting with
pigment of saffron ground with salt in water
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Shirin Neshat (b1957 lives in New York) is an Iranian artist who left Iran in 1975 to study art at UC
Berkeley and to complete her BA, MA and MFA. One of the most well-known approaches by Neshat
is her use of Persian calligraphy directly on the images of humans. She uses this approach in several
series including Women of Allah (Figure 23) Patriot and the Book of Kings. The main themes in
Neshat’s works are women’s issues in Muslim communities, gender equality, disparity and identity.
The texts applied to the photographs in women of Allah are Persian poems which relates to the
challenges of women in religious societies and honouring the conviction and bravery of martyrdom.
These poems are from contemporary Iranian poets Forough Farrokhzad (1934 – 1967) and Tahere
Saffarzadeh (1936 – 2008) (Allison 2015).

Figure 23 – Speechless, from the series Women of Allah, 1996, Shirin Neshat

Symbols and Metaphors
Metaphors and symbols can be used to express the intended message implicitly and hide it from the
eyes of the censor (Foroutan 2017). This technique has been used by many contemporary artists in
Iran, including Shadi Ghadirian, Jinoos Taghizade and Zeynab Movahed.
Ghadirian (b1974 lives in Tehran) is one of the Iran’s leading contemporary photographers. She
received her Bachelor of Arts in photography from Azad University of Tehran. Apart from several
solo and group exhibitions in Iran, Ghadirian has exhibited her works in international venues in
Germany, France, USA, Canada, and many other countries (Khakbaz Joybargholi 2015). To date,
Ghadirian has exhibited her works in ten series starting with unfocused in 1998 to Miss butterfly in
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2011.
The prominent technique in Ghadirian’s work is using metaphoric and symbolic elements to
challenge the way Iranian women are perceived. The main themes in her works champion
controversial issues concerning Iranian women of her generation who have experienced the
hardships of the revolution and war during their upbringing. Ghadirian challenges female identity,
censorship, and gender roles in her works. She criticises the conflict between modernity and
tradition in Iranian women’s lives using humour and parodies symbols and metaphors to sidestep
censorship and associated restrictions (Khakbaz Joybargholi 2015). Her works are rich with a
feminine touch, criticising women’s role in the society and exploring a quest for more liberty.
Although her indirect language enables her to work in Iran, she still faces many limitations. For
example, Ghadirian was initially selected as one of the referees in the 11th Fajr Visual Arts Festival,
one of the most prestigious art festivals in Iran, but she was removed from the list after the Keyhan
Newspaper, the main newscaster of conservatives, questioned the festival organisers about their
choice of referees (Kayhan 2018).
Ghadirian is known internationally for her Qajar series from 1998. This series was inspired by the
first photographic portraits of women in Iran during the Qajar dynasty; mainly of the royal family
members including the wives and children of Nasir al-Din Shah (Figure 24) (Fathi 2007). In the
Qajar series, Ghadirian reconstructs the theme in Qajar portraits by using similar customs and
makeup for the characters and creating similar decomposition (Figure 25 to Figure 28). Subjects in
these portraits are women in short skirts over baggy pants with head scarves. All the characters have
a monobrow, which was one of the prominent features for women in that period. The background
is a painted backdrop trying to create a similar composition to the original portraits. What
distinguishes her works from the original counterparts is a striking modern element held by the
characters. In this series, Ghadirian is challenging the role of women in society. By reconstructing
the same theme in this series, Ghadirian shows that the expectation of women in the society remains
unchanged, and that women’s gains through modernity were limited to access to modern objects.
Currently in Iran, women can ride a bicycle, play the guitar, drink Pepsi and wear sunglasses, yet
they cannot escape the traditional gender roles of raising children and housework.
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Figure 24 – Portraits of Qajar Women

Figure 25 – Qajar #1, Shadi Ghadirian, 1998, 60x90 Cm & 30x40 Cm
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Figure 26 – Qajar #4, Shadi Ghadirian, 1998, 60x90 Cm & 30x40 Cm

Figure 27 – Qajar #10, Shadi Ghadirian, 1998, 60x90 Cm & 30x40 Cm
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Figure 28 – Qajar #14, Shadi Ghadirian, 1998, 60x90 Cm & 30x40 Cm

West by East is another series by Ghadirian exploring the social and religious restrictions on women.
This series is comprised of ten photographic portraits of women in usual poses wearing ordinary
clothes as worn by women in the west (Figure 29 to Figure 31). However, Ghadirian has used a
black marker to cover the revealed parts of the subjects’ body and hair. The current regulations in
Iran, which are derived from religious orders, do not allow women to reveal their body or hair in
public. Accordingly, all books and journals with pictures of women are either banned or subject to
censorship. After the revolution, remembering that the photo editing technologies were not as
advanced as today, the censorship of photographs of images of women were done manually using a
black marker. By depicting women in western clothes, Ghadirian seems to suggest that Iranian
women are ready to adopt the modern lifestyle and social roles as in western countries, but the
existing rules and regulation suppress them. In West by East, Ghadirian criticises censorship in a
witty language by using the same censoring technique used by the government.
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Figure 29 – West by East #6, Shadi Ghadirian, 2004, 60x90 Cm

Figure 30 – West by East #1, Shadi Ghadirian, 2004, 60x90 Cm
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Figure 31 – West by East #10, Shadi Ghadirian, 2004, 60x90 Cm

Metaphors and symbols can be amply found in Taghizadeh’s artworks too. She has used symbols
and metaphors to challenge the unmet promises of the revolution. The hand gestures in rock-paperscissors can be considered as a resemblance of the hand gestures used by revolutionaries in the
protests in 1979. In the game, the rock is shown by a closed fist, the same fist that revolutionaries
raise above their head as a symbol of solidity and support (Figure 32). The scissors are depicted as
a fist with the index and middle fingers extended forming a V, the same gesture that revolutionaries
use to show victory (Figure 33), and the paper is shown by a flat hand, which was used by Iranian
revolutionaries to show the blood of their murdered fellows in the protests (Figure 34). It seems that
Taghizadeh uses this imagery to depict the revolution as a game played by people who had high
hopes in the future but, regardless of which hand gesture they played, they lost the game. She
describes the game as: a childish game of all these parallels, which with the slightest movement,
hesitation, or a momentary lapse, changes its role, and whatever the new role may be, it will
certainly be predestined by the grown-up game (Taghizadeh 2017).

Figure 32 – Fist hand gesture in protests
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Figure 33 – Victory hand gesture in protests

Figure 34 – Flat hand gesture in protests

The other component in this series is the lost section of old newspapers (Figure 35). The lost section
was a common column of almost all newspapers in that period that was dedicated to the missing
person’s information. Taghizadeh uses the missing person’s ad as a metaphor for neglected people
who worked towards the victory of the revolution but whose needs and expectations were never
considered after the revolution. Taghizadeh says her duty as a child was to gaze at the eyes of The
Lost, and to memorize them well, so that one day, somewhere, I would find them and relieve a
“family’s anxiety”, which suggests that she felt a responsibility to advocate for the neglected people
and to revive their rights, which was one of the main goals and purposes of the revolution. However,
she finds herself as one of the lost when she says I see one of them more often, sometimes in a shop’s
display window, or here in my room, with a straight bang, small eyes, wearing a checked skirt. For
30 years, I am embarrassed to tell anyone that I have found one of “The Lost.” (Taghizadeh 2017).
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Figure 35 – The Lost, Jinoos Taghizadeh, 2009

Another component of Taghizadeh’s works in this series is the superimposed fragments of the three
hand gestures used in the game of rock-paper-scissors. In the caption of this work, Jinoos mentions
I am destined to choose the Paper at the risk of being cut by the Scissors, with the parallel Rock that
I am determined to wrap, if the Scissors allows (Taghizadeh 2017). It seems that Jinoos uses rockpaper-scissors as a metaphor to depict the artist’s situation. Paper is a metaphor for artists, including
her, who are struggling to work in the suppressive condition. Scissors can be a metaphor for the
censoring bodies, and rock as a metaphor for boundaries, which in parallel to censorship are causing
difficulties for artists which she hopes to overcome.
Zeynab Movahed (b1981 lives in Iran) is a young artist who belongs to the generation which did not
take part in the revolution. Women figures are the main subject of her works as the issues faced by
women are her core concern (Shabani 2017). However, most of the women in her paintings do not
have a clear face. The women in Movahed’s paintings are either headless or they hide their face
from the viewer (Figure 36 and Figure 37). This is the style she uses (indirect imagery) to challenge
the undermined position of women in Iranian society. In an interview with the Cinema Without
Boarders (CWB) News Department, Movahed explains that she uses the rooster (Figure 38) as a
symbol of “masculinity” to criticise the unfair male superiority in the society (CWB 2016).
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Figure 36 – Clothing rope by Zeynab Movahed, 2011, acrylic on canvas, 120x160 cm (CWB 2016)

Figure 37 – As it is by Zeynab Movahed, 2013, acrylic and pencil on canvas, 130x180 cm (CWB 2016)
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Figure 38 – You are awake while we slumber by Zeynab Movahed, 2016, mixed media on canvas,
150x130 cm (CWB 2016)

Reviewing the artworks by Ghadirian, Taghizadeh and Movahed expanded my visual vocabulary to
use symbols and metaphors rooted in my memories from childhood. Particularly, the idea of using
the spinning top in my body of work as a symbol of my childhood and the motif of eyes and the
revolver as a symbol of social restrictions was inspired by reviewing these artworks.

Narrative Art
In narrative art, artists tell a story by creating artworks either by depicting a scene or a sequence of
works unfolding over time. Some Iranian artists have used this method to criticise a belief or norm
without directly alluding to it. By depicting a scene which is less sensitive for the censoring agents
or vigilante groups, artist can bypass the censorship restrictions and exhibit their work in public yet
communicate their criticism of the subject matter.
Narrative art illustrates or tells a story and there are many forms of narrative art depending on the
medium, order, history and the story it narrates (Barthes & Duisit 1975). The history of narrative art
commenced with the first human art in which people told stories with pictures, and the classic art is
full of examples (Small 1999).
Stories in the narrative arts can be straightforward and easy to read for most viewers, or they can be
hidden behind obscure symbols and cryptic meanings (Eldredge & Consortium 2004). Some Iranian
artists use this approach to circumvent censorship and share their stories with those who can
decipher their encrypted language.
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Alireza Espahbod (1951-2007) was a contemporary painter. After the revolution, Espahbod
continued his art career in Iran but he opposed some of the prevailing trends in the Islamic regime.
Espahbod is known to have several encrypted paintings which echo his ideas while bypassing the
monitoring system (Foroutan 2017). Foroutan believes that Espahbod used a narrative approach in
his paintings to express his opinions on political taboos. The stories in Espahbod’s narrative
paintings are hidden behind symbols and visual metaphors which make them hard to read for an
audience not familiar with the socio-political situation of his time. For instance, Espahbod exhibited
a painting called Untitled (Bedun-e onvan) in 1986 which pictures a face in the moon (Figure 39).
Foroutan believes this this work is a criticism of one of the rumours after the revolution that believers
would be able to see Ayatollah Khomeini’s face in the moon (Gölz 2017). This claim was refuted
by Ayatollah Khomeini (Gölz 2017). One year later, Espahbod exhibited Escape (Rahaye) which
illustrates a red stool with a white cloth underneath (Figure 40). Escape is an oil on canvas painting
the same size as Untitled. Foroutan (2017) believes that Escape is a criticism of the violence and
harsh verdicts imposed on those who oppose the Islamic regime. The red stool and the white cover
are the visual clues in this work.
Reviewing narrative artworks inspired me to add visual clues in my own artwork as a strategy that
guides an audience to recent conflicts between Iran and the United States in the region in an attempt
to condemn any violence, especially towards innocent civilians.

Figure 39 – Untitled (Bedun-e ‘onvān) by Alireza Espahbod, 1986, oil on canvas, 100×70 cm
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Figure 40 – Escape (Rahāyi) by Alireza Espahbod, 1987, oil on canvas, 100×70 cm

Surrealism
The Surrealist movement started in the early 20th century with the purpose of allowing the
unconscious to express itself and to resolve the contradiction between dream and reality in a real
space that can be referred to as supper-reality or surreality (Breton 1969). This movement started
in the 1910s and became more visible during the 1930s (Tomkins 1996). This avant-garde
movement found its way into Iran’s modern art during the 1940s (Khakpour 2016). Common
features of surrealism include unexpected and illogical juxtapositions, symbolic images, and bizarre
assemblages of ordinary objects (Jackie 2019).
Surrealist artworks are full of symbolic images and interpreting the work without having a direct
understanding about the meaning of symbols is difficult (NUHA 2018). Some Iranian contemporary
artists have used this feature of surrealism to communicate their message to a public audience and
to avoid censorship interference. Surrealism makes it difficult for an unfamiliar viewer to understand
the artwork and, since most of the monitoring agents are not educated in art, artists can take
advantage of this style to communicate their message which would otherwise have been censored.
This strategy is particularly evident in Espahbod’s paintings. Foroutan considers the moon in
Untitled as a symbolic representation for the rumour of Ayatollah Khomeini’s face in the moon, and
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the red tribune in Escape as a symbol for the power of the clergy in political discourses after the
revolution.
Exploring surrealism in Iran’s modern art expanded my understanding about symbolic
representations and enabled me to incorporate these elements in my artwork. This approach helped
me reconcile my inner fear of self-expression through the use of symbols and elements from my
childhood memories and my dreams.

Conclusion
In this Chapter, I reviewed some of the methods that secular contemporary Iranian artists have used
to exhibit their work in public, while resisting the restrictive monitoring system in Iran. I divided
these approaches into six categories: recontextualising and appropriating existing artworks or
ordinary elements, using cultural references similar to the Saqqa-khane movement, depicting
calligraphy as figurative images, using symbols and metaphors, adopting narrative artwork
approach, and adopting the surrealism approach.
Often an amalgam of strategies is adopted to circumvent the censorship. Metaphor and symbolism
are evident in most of the works with surrealist and cultural reference strategies, or narrative strategy
is embedded in the work when recontextualization is practiced. When analysing the case studies in
this section, I recognised the main employed strategy by the artists to categorise their artworks. The
common feature in all these methods is that they allow artists to circumvent censorship by
encrypting the message in a coded language that bypasses the monitoring agents yet is readable for
the audience.
Reviewing these artworks has enhanced my own understanding about visual communication
methods used by secular artists in Iran and has expanded my own visual vocabulary. This has
enabled me to raise an awareness of the hardships the Iranian art community are grappling and has
inspired me to express my own experience of state and social censorship in my own artwork, which
I explore in Chapter three.
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Chapter 3 – Destined to Distortion: Creative Project
The exhibition Destined to Distortion is the creative component of the Master of Philosophy Project
and was generated over the period of my candidature (2017 - 2020). The exhibition was held in
TAEM Gallery, the School of Arts, English and Media, University of Wollongong, in April 20201.
The body of work was developed through intense emotional and personal reflection. This process
has enabled me to explore my own story of self-censorship. As a result, Destined to Distortion
operates as a creative and imaginative response to both overt and covert proscriptions and
prescriptions of censorship. Through the cycles of making and reflecting, I sought to develop a
visual language which would enable me to express myself freely without fear of repercussion.
Central to the exhibition is the use of covert visual vocabularies and strategies shared by the Iranian
arts community. Although the context for this work is culturally specific and personal, the use of a
range of influences, layers of meaning, forms and materials is used to offer a space for alternative
ways of interpreting the artwork by the exhibition viewers.
This exhibition unfolds a story of an internal struggle for self-expression that arises from complex
experiences and sources. It confronts an enduring limiting force that was originally caused by a real
threat but remains long after that threat has gone. It is a deep-rooted fear in one’s identity and any
intentional attempt in suppressing it results in an unwanted identity crisis. It is a stubborn stain on
one’s soul that a logical brain repels as unreal, yet it seems to be unescapable.
I was born into a religious family and was raised in a religious society. When I was growing up, I
was surrounded by those who had little patience for religious disobedience. The law had reserved
the most severe of punishments for breaching religious orders. There was not much room for
freedom of expression in such a restrictive environment, and all art activities were subject to
monitoring and censorship by overt and covert forces. When I was studying art, I witnessed artists
being ordered not to create artworks and others sent to jail or into exile. Those who were determined
to continue their art practice adopted new strategies to escape the watchful eyes of censors and
executors. Words gave way to symbols and metaphors, classic stories were recontextualised and
messages were broken down into narrative works, as if a secret visual language was evolving
amongst the art community. Some believed this would nurture their creativity but, as the internal
fear of repercussion manifested itself and the artist’s focused on devising strategies to bypass the
external censoring force, a new form of censorship was conceived – self censorship; a form of
censorship that has no clear directives or boundaries but carries with it an ever-present fear that you
had crossed a threshold (Horton 2011).
At the time of writing these lines, I live in a liberal country in which freedom-of-expression is
1

The online exhibition tour can be accessed using this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYLQRGXjo7Y
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acknowledged by the society and is protected by the government. Those fearsome days are behind
me and those confining limitations do not affect me anymore. However, despite my endeavours to
rekindle my extinct passion for art, I am left with an unexpected crisis of identity. Although there is
no strict enforcement from outside, my inner censors, which originally arose out of fear, still
prevents me from truly being myself. Fear of repercussions is a potent emotion inside me that plays
a significant role in my instinct to self-censor. In this study, I try to explain how the fear of
repercussions may lead to self-censorship, and through my art practice I reflect on my fear of
repercussions and its impact on my self-expression as I negotiate the juxtaposition between liberty
and self-censorship.
This exhibition holds within it a story about my intimate feelings and emotions, concepts that I
cannot articulate using words, but could give it form in clay. The exhibition is a visual narrative that
brings together memories and experiences from my childhood and early adulthood. In part, this
exhibition is a response to my early memories of visiting religious sites and the systematic
sociocultural restrictions I experienced during my upbringing. I have dismantled previously held
beliefs and raised questions against religious taboos, social norms and cultural restrictions in the
work in a quest to understand and escape my struggle with an inner censoring force that I did not
leave behind me. Destined to Distortion aims to share with an Australian audience the impact
systematic monitoring and censorship mechanisms imposed on the Iranian citizens has had on artists
and the arts community. Its intention is to articulate my struggles and experiences of living with
state-censorship and self-censorship.
I am still fearful to express myself fully and freely in the exhibition Destined to Distortion. I have
used a coded visual language developed by secular Iranian artists which enables me to speak freely
and protects me from repercussions and social isolation within my community here in Australia. I
try to reveal my true inner feelings through my studio practice and I attempt to release myself from
self-censorship. In the creative project, I use clay as a core material for my artmaking as it brings
with it its own histories and enables me to challenge the holiness of religious objects and reveal their
terrestrial dimension. Clay as a material has a prominent position in religion, culture and literature
within Iran. By using clay, I encourage audiences to rethink any unnecessary holiness they may
consider for religion, culture or social norms.
The exhibition Destined to Distortion was conceived as a fragmented story about censorship
structured by five individual sculptural clay forms surrounding a complex spiral-shape wall in the
centre of the gallery space. The spiral structure represents my twisted journey and navigates a line
between my desire for self-expression and the fear of repercussions, and pressures I feel to selfcensor. The form is structured by clay boxes, and each narrates a story about my fears that create a
barrier, a wall, for me; fears that originate from my childhood memories and continue to impact me.
The core piece in this installation is the spiral-shape wall in which fifteen individual clay forms are
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stacked in three rows. Each block is a distorted cube with 50 centimetres length, 40 centimetres
height and 20 centimetres depth. The centre of distortion for all blocks is located on the centre of
the spiral. The blocks in each row are located nearly 20 centimetres apart which creates square shape
holes in between the blocks. Overall, the wall has a height of 120 centimetres, and it is installed on
a table with a height of 80 centimetres (Figure 41).

Figure 41 – The conceptual drawings of the spiral documented in my journal

Each block in the spiral is an independent sculpture representing my feelings, emotions and
experiences. I remember pilgrimage trips to Mashhad, Iran and attending religious orders with my
mother in the Imam Reza shrine that contains the mausoleum of the eighth Imam of Twelver Shiites.
At that age, playing with spinning tops was a joyful hobby for me but I was afraid to play when I
was at the shrine. The spinning top in my works (Figure 42) is a symbol of my childhood which is
stuck in the rigid bars of prejudice. In those days I was fearful of the watchful eyes of the people
around me and their power, which I have symbolised as eyes (Figure 43) and revolvers (Figure 44)
in my sculpture.

Figure 42 – Spinning tops in the sculptures as a symbol of stolen childhood
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Figure 43 – Eyes in the sculptures as a symbol of external monitoring from the society and religious
groups

Figure 44 – Revolvers in the sculptures as a symbol of the external censoring power

Each block is structured by a patterned face. The patterns in the back and side faces of the blocks
are inspired by the traditional geometric patterns in Islamic arts. This pattern makes the work
effective and meaningful for audiences from Iran and those who are familiar with the Saqqa-Khane
school. To endeavour to free myself from the prison of social norms, culture and religion I used
keys and locks as symbols (Figure 45). However, the main intention is to show the struggle I have
experienced in freeing myself from the traditional styles used in Iranian culture and religion. The
form and pattern in all the six bottom pieces are inspired by the traditional geometric designs
commonly used in religious architecture and objects (see Figure 46). I sorted out these geometric
patterns and documented them in my journal (Figure 47), and then projected them onto the side and
back face of the clay blocks (Figure 48). The front face of all the blocks in this row follow a grid
cell pattern with an added element embedded in the structure. These elements and their figurative
and symbolic meanings are discussed in the next section.

57

Figure 45 – The keys and locks symbolising my endeavour to free myself from socio-political and religious
norms

Figure 46 – Geometric patterns on the ceiling of Ali-Qapu, in Isfahan, Iran
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Figure 47 – Geometric patterns documented in my journal which are extracted from traditional Islamic
architecture

Figure 48 – Three examples of geometric patterns used on the side faces of the blocks in the spiral
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The blocks in the second row resemble the censorship caused by internal barriers when the fear of
external repercussion has disappeared. The blocks in this row show a struggle to detach from my
old beliefs and to adopting a more liberal identity. I used the surrealism strategy to show this struggle
with creating artworks that blends reality and dream. The boundaries of patterns in these blocks are
melted to form an irregular version of traditional geometric patterns. When I start questioning my
faith, my religious beliefs become inside out (Figure 49). This is the phase that the mirror of truth
shatters in pieces (Figure 50); when beliefs become hollow and disconnected (Figure 51) and I am
left with an unravelled puzzle (Figure 52). This is when the impenetrable shield of faith becomes
loose and gives way to a new mentality (Figure 53).

Figure 49 – The inside-out version of geometric patterns

Figure 50 – The shattered face version of geometric patterns
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Figure 51 – Irregular geometric pattern representing disconnection

Figure 52 – Irregular geometric pattern representing unravelled puzzle

Figure 53 – Irregular geometric pattern representing the shield of faith

The five blocks in the middle row have a more floating form where patterns are distancing from
traditional forms and are becoming more abstract. The boundaries of the traditional geometric
patterns are loosened, and the surfaces are shattered and rippled (Figure 54).
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Figure 54 – Examples of irregular and distorted geometric patterns used in the blocks of the middle row
in the spiral

In the top row, the imprisoning blocks are broken, and the bars are open. The four blocks in this row
do not have the top and front faces and the geometric shapes on the side faces are torn apart (Figure
55). Each block in this row contains a symbolic element inside it, including a large-scale broken
spinning top, bullets and gun shells, faces and eyes, and keys (Figure 56).

Figure 55 – The broken blocks on the top row of the spiral
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Figure 56 – The spinning tops, and faces used in the top row blocks

The real challenge is displaying the top row. The imprisoning blocks in this row are broken and the
bars are open (Figure 55). It is time to unleash my inner-self and celebrate the freedom, yet the
boundaries show themselves in a different form. The battle between inner desire and outer
censorship is transformed into a battle of identity. I am torn; while I am experiencing freedom I do
not let myself embrace this freedom, as watchful eyes are still watching me. They are hidden in my
identity. They still have the power, and they still tightly confine my spinning top.
This sigmoid is surrounded by five individual objects, including a small scale spiral with grid shape
walls spinning around itself (Figure 57), a spinning top with decayed body (Figure 58), an open
object with rigid but distorted walls (Figure 59), a beheaded bull with decaying body (Figure 60)
and an object formed by combining the three letters in the word heech; Persian for nothing (Figure
61). All the objects are fired but remained unglazed which gives them a white finish. These artworks
construct the scene by displaying the power of self-censoring forces in restricting my desire of
expression. Similar to the works by Espahbod and Taghizadeh, this collection describes the story of
my self-censorship which sometimes bound my creativity and sometimes forced me to destroy the
objects or not to exhibit them. These sculptures are complemented by a black fabric hanging over
them as a symbolic way to conceal them from audience. The hanging fabric is floating and
translucent allowing the audience to observe the individual works.
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Figure 57 – small scale spiral with grid shape walls

Figure 58 – The spinning top from its conceptual design to the sculptural form

Figure 59 – The open-top object with distorted walls
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Figure 60 – The beheaded bull from conceptual drawing in my journal to its sculptural form

Figure 61 – Heech from conceptual drawing in my journal to its sculptural form

Materials and the Process: Sadness arises when clay meets the
fabric
The studio research underpinning the exhibition included cycles of making, material
experimentation and visual transformation of reflections on autobiographical memory, visual,
material, cultural and historical sources. Destined to Distortion, emerged out of experimentation
with clay and a search for artistic strategies and forms I could use covertly to respond to my
experiences of the restrictive censorship in Iran and while living abroad.
I use two main materials in the exhibition, and these are clay and fabric. Clay has a prominent
position in religion, culture and literature in Iran. In Islamic beliefs, the first human was created
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from shaping clay into human form and breathing a soul into it by Allah (Panahbar et al. 2016). In
Persian culture, clay is a metaphor for honesty and humbleness as if the forming materials of humans
are immaculacy. In Khayyams’ poems, sculpture and pottery are used as humorous metaphors to
remind us about the unknown destiny after death. Khayyam suggests that humans were believed to
be created from clay and will eventually return to soil when buried after death (Panahbar et al. 2016).
All artworks in this collection are hand formed, and the type of clay used is earthenware. The blocks
in the spiral wall are made using the cut and slap method. The spinning tops are made using the slap
and coiling method, and the rest of works are made using only the coiling method. All the works are
bisque fired to the temperature of 1000° C but remained unglazed in order to simplify the finished
outlook. This project is a stand-alone exhibition. My former artworks before starting this project
were mostly made with clay in traditional forms. Although traditional elements are still noticeable
in the artworks in this project, working freely in Australia helped me better explore my inner
feelings. My intention in using clay is to intervene in the perceived holiness of religious objects and
reveal their terrestrial dimension. As mentioned earlier, the main rationale behind aniconism is to
avoid idolatry; nevertheless, most religious objects and symbols are made from the most elegant and
expensive mediums including gold and silver. By using clay, I encourage audience to rethink any
unnecessary holiness they consider for religion, culture or social norms.
Fabric is the main material in clothing used to cover the body. Covering the body is one of the highly
recommended orders in Islam, especially for women. Hijab refers to any head, face or body covering
by Muslim women that conforms to Islamic standards of modesty. Muslim women are instructed to
maintain modesty and privacy from unrelated males by wearing Hijab. In Iran, wearing hijab in
public is mandatory for women. Although, there is no direct instruction on the style and colour of
hijab, conservative Muslim women in Iran commonly wear long black veils that cover their body
from head to toe.
Fabric is delicate, fragile, lightweight, resilient, and crumples. In my opinion all of these can be
symbolizations of human’s personalities. In the same fashion fabric is used to cover the body for
modesty, I use black silk fabric to conceal some of the artefacts. The black silk fabric used in this
project is close to what Muslim women wear in Iran as their hijab. This black cover on these works
resembles the inner fear of exhibiting what I have created. This is when self-censorship prevents me
from exhibiting my creative works.
I use clay to write on the fabric. This is a symbol of sadness and sorrow. In our culture, clay is a
sign of mourning. To show the grief of losing a loved one, some people would cover their head in
clay when mourning (Parizi et al. 2020, Seyed-Gohrab 2011). I use clay on the fabric used to conceal
the artefacts to show the sorrow arising from self-censorship.
Destined to Distortion is a response to the systematic sociocultural restrictions that I experienced
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during my upbringing. It aims to raise awareness in audiences about the monitoring and censorship
imposed on Iranian artists. Destined to Distortion is an attempt to introduce the struggle of artists
when working under restrictive censorship. Objects in this exhibition are highlighting various
impacts of censorship including altering the creation of the artwork, leaving the work incomplete,
destroying the artwork after finishing it, and avoiding exhibiting the artwork in public. My intention
to instigate this space is to convey the unfulfilled feelings, evoked by censorship, to the viewers.

67

Conclusion
This project is a study of censorship in fine arts with a focus on self-censorship and strategies to
cope with this limiting force. This practice-based research study is focused on censorship and its
impact on contemporary Iranian artists and is inspired by my childhood memories and personal
experiences from studying art in Iran and Australia. The preceding Chapters reviewed the literature
on censorship and examined the common strategies used by Iranian artists to covertly resist the
restrictions imposed on them by the society and government. The Chapters explored the boundaries
of censorship and its reach through self-censorship. In these preceding Chapters I reflected on the
impact that censorship has continued to have on my own practice while living abroad and the impact
this continued fear of repercussion has had on both the development of the creative work and the
writing. Censorship can affect the creation of artwork in various ways including the alteration of the
idea originally in the artist’s mind before creation of the artwork, the destroying of the artefact after
its completion, and concealment of the artwork from others, years after its completion. This body
of artwork explains the internal and external forces which impact on my desire to speak freely. The
findings of the study in addressing the four fundamental questions are summarised below.

What is the rationale behind censorship and the mechanism of
imposing it in Iran?
Almost all governments reserve the right to limit freedom of expression when it is perceived to be
a threat to national security or public health, when it has conflicts with other rights, or when it
negates personal and shared societal morals. Although freedom of expression is a fundamental
human right vital for the livelihood and progress of the society, it is not an absolute right. The
mechanism of regulating the free flow of information in developed countries, such as Australia and
the United States, is conducted by classifying the sensitivity of information based on law, policies
and executive directives, then limiting access according to the classification regulations. In
theocratic governments, such as the Islamic Republic of Iran, in addition to the aforementioned
reasons for limiting freedom of expression, preserving religious orders is a strong rationale behind
censorship.
In Iran, the monitoring regulations are ambiguous with room for subjectivity, and the constitutive
censorship imposed by vigilante groups is not restricted. The constitution, drafted mostly based on
Islamic rules with some democratic elements, ensures freedom of expression except when it is
detrimental to principles of Islam or the rights of the public. Clarification on the exceptions is
supposed to be specified by law. Regulations regarding art activities are defined by The Supreme
Council of the Cultural Revolution (SCCR) and are implemented by The Ministry of Islamic Culture
and Guidance (MICG). However, the SCCR is not acknowledged in the institution and has minimal
accountability to the public. It is not a legislative branch, and its resolutions suffer from uncertainty
and lack of clarity that leaves room for MICG to use discretion when monitoring art activities. As a
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result, artists may experience drastically different censorship levels under different administrations
as they did during the presidency of Mohammad Khatami (1997 – 2005) and Mahmood
Ahmadinejad (2005 – 2013).
In addition to the regulation vagueness, vigilante groups such as Basij, and Ansar-e Hezbollah that
operate separate from the formal body of government can intervene with what they perceive as
secular artistic expressions. With minimal accountability to the public and law, vigilante groups
impose a covert form of censorship by disrupting public exhibitions or performances, such as the
closure of the performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream directed by Mahmood Karimi in 1999,
or by harassment and creating threat for the artist, as in the case of attacking Ms Seyhoun, the first
women gallery owner in Iran. Vigilante groups do not follow predetermined protocols, therefore
excessive subjectivity is involved in their scrutiny and the outcome is unpredictable for the artists.

What is the reaction of art community in Iran towards these
restrictions?
The response from artists varies from leaving the country either voluntarily or involuntarily; or
staying in the country and accepting the regulations. To exhibit in permissible public galleries, artists
must adhere to the censorship restrictions and abide by the rules. My study shows that these artists
challenge and subvert the limitations set by the censorship policies by inventing artistic vocabularies
that seemingly comply with the protocols, yet signal resistance and test the boundaries of the
limitations.
The selection of works discussed in this dissertation elaborates on commonly used strategies, that
include appropriation, metaphors and symbols, cultural references, calligraphy, surrealism and
narrative artworks, that contemporary Iranian artists use to bypass censorships. The effectiveness of
these approaches relies on the fact that most of monitoring agents are not educated in art; therefore,
artists can encrypt their words in an artistic language to communicate a message which would
otherwise have been censored. This process is more noticeable in surrealism and appropriation
strategies.

What are the strategies that Iranian artists use to bypass the
restrictions?
Surreal artworks are full of unexpected and illogical juxtapositions, symbolic images, and bizarre
assemblages of ordinary objects; therefore, interpreting the work without having a direct
understanding about the meaning of symbols is difficult. Surrealism makes it difficult for an
unfamiliar viewer to understand the artwork.
Appropriation is commonly applied to elements from western art history to create a new context for
these elements as in Rock Paper Scissor (2009) by Taghizade or Alice in the City (2010) by
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Razavipour. In Rock Paper scissor, the appropriation of neoclassic paintings in French art history
such as Oath of the Horatii recontextualises the stories they depict to create a work which challenges
the unfulfilled promises after the Islamic Revolution. This message would only be noticeable if the
audience is familiar with the original context of the paintings. The interactive art performance of
Alice is the City appropriates Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) to criticise the suppression
of The Green Movement arose after 2009 presidential election in Iran.
The Saqqa-Khane Movement (1950s-60s), which is well-known for using cultural references, was a
clever response to the restrictions imposed on the followers of modern western art. Cultural
references are more commonly used to criticise social and religious norms such as in Cage and
Heech by Parviz Tanavoli. Using cultural references are usually encouraged by the government and
conservatives as a means to eradicate western elements from art practice and, by taking the
advantage of this situation, some artists use cultural references in their works to covertly criticise
religious beliefs or cultural norms.
Symbols and metaphors enable artists to hide the intended message while only exposing the vehicle
of the metaphor to the censoring agents. In this case, only the sign or vehicle is presented to the
audience, but it allows them to go beyond what is seen and decipher the meaning intended. This is
how Ghadirian alludes to female identify and social role in the Qajar series (1998) by reconstructing
the theme in Qajar portraits, and how she challenges the dress code restrictions for women in Iran
by adopting the style used by the government to cover nudity in art books in the West by East series
(2004). Similarly, it is the hand gesture symbols in Rock Paper Scissors that further strengthen the
connection to the Islamic revolution and its unmet promises; and it is the struggling headless women
in Movahed’s work that challenges women’s role in the society. Symbols and metaphors provide a
vehicle for artist to hide the controversial message inside.
Narrative artworks would be effective in bypassing censorship when the intended story has
uncontroversial elements that if presented in the artwork would not be subjected to censorship.
Espahbod uses a face figure in the moon to narrate the rumours of observing Ayatollah Khomeini’s
face in the moon in the untitled (1998). Direct allusion to this story would have been almost certainly
subject to censorship but presenting abstract elements of the story in the untitled while the collective
memory of the society is still fresh, would remind the viewer of the rumours.

What is the impact of state-censorship on self-censorship and the
artist’s identity?
In this project, I explored the impact of fear of repercussions on self-censorship. Self-censorship
arises internally from a dilemma or tension caused by the desire to express opinions freely and the
fear of criticism or implications and it is a powerful device that regulates freedom of expression,
suppresses voices and diminishes liberties. I believe the complex mechanism of monitoring and
censorship, and the ambiguous system of scrutiny and punishment, generates anxiety and fear of
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punishment in the society that provokes the secular communities to practice self-censorship.
My personal experience of migration and studying artworks by those who have left Iran showed that
although migration would remove all external restrictions imposed by the government in Iran, it
would not provide the desired freedom of expression. This is partly because people in Iran and the
socio-political issues they are facing is a part of the artists’ identity, which can be traced in the works
by Iranian artists created while outside Iran, and partly because experiencing the fear of repercussion
creates a long-lasting impact on artists that prevents them from freely expressing themselves even
long after the external sources of censorship are gone.
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Appendix – Selected photos from the exhibition (Destined
to Distortion)
This section provides a selected list of photos from the exhibition. The online virtual tour of the
exhibition can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYLQRGXjo7Y.

Figure 62 – Destined to Distortion series, Slab and Coil, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension of the
large spinning top: 25x25cm, Dimension of the small spinning top: 12x20cm

Figure 63 – Destined to Distortion series, Coil, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension: 50x40x35cm

Figure 64 – Destined to Distortion series, Coil, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension: 35x25x11cm
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Figure 65 – Destined to Distortion series, Slap, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension: 20x18cm

Figure 66 – Destined to Distortion series, Slab and Coil, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension: 33x40cm

Figure 67 – Destined to Distortion series, Coil, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension: 50x40x15cm,
Dimension: 25x20x7cm
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Figure 68 – Destined to Distortion series, Calligraphy with slip earthenware on black silk fabric, 2020,
Dimension: 600x150cm
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Figure 69 – Destined to Distortion series, Spiral wall, Cut and slap, Earthenware, Unglazed, 2020, Dimension
of each block: 50x40x20cm,
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